from former art practices peculiar to the region and not from the adoption of Western art in the late nineteenth/early twentieth century.
This mislabelling is due, among other issues, to two main factors: a field of research which is still in its infancy and, resulting from and directly tied to this, a generalized neglect of the initial phase in which art in its Western modality was introduced in the region.
Research on modern art in and outside the region
It is widely held that there is a lack of art historical writing in the region itself.
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There is a part of truth in this, but even if there are only few programs on modern local art in Middle Eastern universities, a history of modern art from the region has been written in its vernacular languages for decades -as the few older examples mentioned here will show -and constitutes the foundation of an art historical narration in the countries concerned. Many writers of such texts are artists or art critics, but others do have art historical training. The Syrian 'Afif Bahnasi for instance, author of Modern art in the Arab Lands (1980) 4 and Pioneers of Modern Art in the Arab Lands (1985) , 5 the first surveys on the theme ever published, holds a Ph.D. in philosophy of art from the Sorbonne. His narration is, admittedly, strongly marked by his pan-Arab convictions, but he nevertheless develops an accurate art historical vision. A similar pan-Arab view is shared by the Iraqi artist and author of Contemporary Visual Arts in the Arab Homeland Shawkat al-Ruba'i, who holds a degree from the Academy of Fine Arts in Baghdad. 6 On single countries of the Arab world, we have, to name a few examples, the excellent two-volume art history of Iraq by Shaker Hassan Al Sa'id, based on documents that he had access to in the fine arts archives created in Baghdad in the 1970s (and which were looted after the American invasion in 2003). 7 On Egypt, Rushdi Iskandar and Kamal al-Mallakh published 50 Years of Art in Egypt, to mark the 50 th anniversary of the School of Fine Arts in Cairo in 1962. A second, updated edition, coauthored by photographer and fine connoisseur of the Egyptian art 3 Shabout 2007 : 46-48. 4 Bahnasi 1980 . 5 Bahnasi 1985 . 6 Al-Ruba'i 1986 . 7 Al Sa'id 1983 and 1988 scene Subhi al-Sharuni -80 Years of Art in Egypt, 1908 Egypt, -1988 Egypt, -was published in 1991 In 314 pages, the book retraces the history of modern art from the nineteenth century to the present. It introduces art groups, museums and art education, and includes sections on film set design, art books, caricature and graphic arts. Although lacking references and a bibliography, and including only poor-quality black-and-white illustrations, the book has become standard reading -maybe even a sort of "canon" -on the development of modern art in the country. Thus, although it does not correspond to Western academic standards, it seems difficult to neglect it as a source, and as a source of discourse on art in the country itself. In Iran, the first writings on modern Iranian art date from the end of the 1940s and the beginning of the 1950s. They appeared in the form of articles, art criticism, exhibition reviews and interviews with, or biographies of, artists, and were published in journals, magazines or periodicals that enjoyed a broad readership. These pioneering texts were composed by artists, writers and intellectuals from other disciplines, who were rather entrenched in their politicalideological viewpoints. Given these backgrounds, such art criticism often lacked, as Hamid Keshmirshekan points out, 9 critical approaches and profi- In the last few years, a number of monographs have been dedicated to single countries. In her Creative Reckonings, The Politics of Art and Culture in Contemporary Egypt (2006), the anthropologist Jessica Winegar draws on both field work and historical research to retrace the emergence of a contemporary art scene in Egypt. In 2013, Patrick Kane, instructor at Sharjah University, published The Politics of Art in Modern Egypt. Aesthetics, Ideology and Nation Building. Kane, a student of Marxist Middle East historian Peter Gran, aims to situate the history of modern art in its social and political context. This is an aspect, Kane feels, that "Anglo-American art history" has neglected. Lilian Karnouk's earlier Modern Egyptian Art, 1910 Art, -2003 Art, (2005 , resulting from the merger of her two previous books, gives a good general survey of the question and has a rich iconographic documentation, but is largely descriptive. Karnouk when a cultural production is transferred or translated from one culture to another, although taking with it part of the original meaning, it acquires another one in its new context. Much more than being a simple copy or transposition, it becomes a new creation, and takes on a new meaning. This understanding of how artefacts wander from one place to the other eliminates the notion of cultural hierarchy, because it acknowledges the receptor's agency and his or her capacity to go beyond mimicry. While comparison always implies a hierarchy, the notion of cultural transfer allows us to understand how artefacts, forms and ideas circulate and by doing so, assume new shapes and meanings. Rather than conceiving of art production from the Middle East as a "rearguard of the avant-garde", as a Geneva art history professor labeled it in the 1980s, seeing it as a form of cultural transfer enables us to grasp its meaning in the contexts in which it was created. We can then discern the new or different "raison d'être" it acquires in a Middle Eastern environment. This is the perspective adopted here, the aim of which is to reintroduce the "missing modern" in the art history of the modern Middle East and in art history in general, in order to better understand contemporary productions and their relevance in the region itself. Its other purpose is to highlight the contribution of the Arab world, Turkey and Iran to the global modern, from the early academic attempts at producing art in the Western modality in the nineteenth and twentieth century to the modernist period in the 1960s and 1970s. As the above lines have made clear, there is relatively little written on modern Middle Eastern art. However, the topic has found increasing interest with young researchers and, step by step, important gaps in the literature are starting to be filled. Thus, one can reasonably guess that in ten years time, an average student or researcher will have much more complete published material at his or her disposal when studying modern art of the Islamic lands.
In the meanwhile, this special section of Asiatische Studien/Etudes Asiatiques aims to give a glimpse of recent research on modern art and modernity in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA region), with a choice of articles in both English and French.
Why publish a special section on the visual arts in the Middle East in an issue of Asiatische Studien/Etudes asiatiques, the journal of the Swiss Asia Society?
First, this collection of essays aims to show to researchers working on the Middle East and beyond that the visual arts may constitute an alternative way through which to approach the political, social and cultural situation of the region and that they are far from being marginal. As Christiane Gruber and Sune Haugbolle wrote in 2013, "Tackling visual materials and practices of imagemaking and spectatorship in Middle Eastern contexts is an important undertaking, particularly in the light of the flawed notion that images do not exist or are prohibited in Islam".
37 Image-making is, contrary to this assumption, an old and constant practice in the region, 38 although the production of art in the Western modality is a modern phenomenon, starting in the nineteenth century. The interest in the visual arts has recently become part of the cultural practices of the local elites, as the constant increase in artistic activities in the Gulf and elsewhere confirms. What seemed to be a domain reserved to a few connoisseurs has now reached a much larger audience and does have to be considered as one aspect of cultural expression by those who work on the region. Secondly, these papers emphasise that research on visual expression in the Islamic world, modern and ancient, is part of the Swiss academic landscape, a fact often ignored. In the field of modern and contemporary art from the Middle East, besides the work done by Silvia Naef at the University of Geneva (Unité d'arabe) since many years, the University of Bern has introduced such teachings at the Institut für Kunstgeschichte, with Wendy M.K. Shaw (2009 Shaw ( -2014 Thus, this thematic collection of articles reflects the development of academic activities in a field that has received increased attention in Switzerland and elsewhere in the last decade.
The articles are grouped around three themes: modern art's relation to premodern forms of visual expression in the region -Islamic, pre-Islamic or popular -(Becker, Diba, Montazami), the circulations of genres, forms, and artists (Artun, Bombardier, Correa, Helbig, Radwan) , and the impact of political ideologies on art production (Atallah, Bank, Nakhli, Schmidt von Osten).
The relation to pre-modern forms of visual expression has been one of the main issues of art production in the region. In her paper "Congeries beyond Categories: Approaching the Complex Actuality of Art Practices in the Early Turkish Republic", Martina Becker shows that even in the Turkish context, where Westernisation had become a strong political priority, reference to the local did not completely disappear. She illustrates, through a re-reading of certain works of Malek Aksel (1903 Aksel ( -1987 , the ambiguity inherent in the radical modernisation process Turkey went through. Layla Diba's "History, Identity, Memory: Nikzad Nodjoumi's Arzhang" discusses the Iranian painter's re-elaboration, in the 1960s, of the pre-Islamic myth of Arzhang in an attempt to build a contemporary pictorial language rooted in tradition, and reflects on the question of re-employment of historical material. In a similar vein, Morad Montazami ("Ornements transfrontières/avant-gardes marocaines : entre ésotérisme et post-colonialisme") reviews the attempts of Ahmed Cherkaoui, Farid Belkahia and the Casablanca School at creating a locally rooted contemporary and post-colonial abstract art in Morocco in the 1960s and 1970s by referring to the ornament.
The circulation of ideas, but also of forms and genres, or of single works of art, has become a priority research theme among historians and art historians. In "Dal Cairo a Roma. Visual Arts and Transcultural Interactions Between Egypt and Italy", Nadia Radwan highlights the essential although mostly neglected role that Italy played in the development of an Egyptian art scene in the first decades of the twentieth century. Italian artists living in Egypt were active as teachers; scholarships enabled students to study in Italy, and the creation of the Egyptian Academy in Rome as well as the hosting of Egyptians at the Italian pavilion at the 1938 Venice Biennale were crucial to the consolidation of the local art scene. In her contribution "Modernism in Arab Sculpture. The Works of Mahmud Mukhtar (1891-1934)", Elka Correa points to the fact that the founder of modern Egyptian sculpture, Mahmud Mukthar, was as much a product of the Parisian environment he lived in during the 1920s and early 1930s as of his country of origin. His works, although referring to Pharaonic models, are primarily rooted in art déco and the then prevailing return to classical forms. Deniz Artun discusses the role copies of famous Western paintings, in this case Ingres' Grande Odalisque, played in the reflections of Turkish artists from the nineteenth century onwards and more generally, exemplifies the creative implications of copying ("'Am I obliged to imitate you?' On Copying the Grande Odalisque for the Ottoman Collection of Paintings Elvah-ı Nakşiye"). Both Alice Bombardier and Elahe Helbig deal with modernist art movements in Iran. Bombardier ("L'avant-garde picturale des années 1940 en Iran. Premières galeries, associations et revues d'art") renders in detail the constitution of an artistic field -in the sense described by Pierre Bourdieu -in the early 1940s scene in Tehran and resituates it within the broader cultural context of the time. Helbig refers to a later period and another media and shows, through the pioneering work of Ahmad Aali (born 1935), how the role of photography shifted from a documentary to an artistic one during the 1960s and 1970s. Aali, who never travelled abroad and spoke only Persian, developed a modernist language of his own, comparable to the one Western artists like Duane Michals employed at the time ("A New 'Vision': Early Works of Ahmad Aali and the Emergence of Fine Art Photography in Iran (1960s-1970s )").
Political ideologies, nationalism in particular, have had an impact on art production. Principally in the Arab world, where the dream of a united -and modern -Arab nation did not materialise, this question has been at the center of artistic quests. Nadine Atallah presents this hope and disillusionment through Marwa Arsanios' Al-Hilal project, an ongoing work begun in 2011 to illustrate what could be called the "past of the future", i.e. the futurist projections of Egypt's optimistic Nasserist era ("Words as Silence, Language as Rhymes by Marwa Arsanios. Modernism, Feminism and Science Fiction"). Alia Nakhli critically digs into one of the attempts to create a pan-Arab artists' organization, as was the purpose of a 1972 meeting organized by the General Union of Arab Visual Artists in the Tunisian town of Hammamet. She shows that what had looked like a strong, federating movement did not survive the political agenda of the moment and did not impact the Tunisian art scene ("La production des récits dans les manifestations panarabes : l'exemple du colloque sur les styles contemporains des arts plastiques arabes (1972)"). Marion Schmidt von Osten ("Aesthetics of Decolonisation -The magazine Souffles (1966 Souffles ( -1972 )") tackles the question from the "Third-World" perspective -as it used to be termed at the time -of the Moroccan political and cultural magazine Souffles, which in the 1960s and 70s strove to create a new, revolutionary aesthetic, expressing not only local, but global aspirations to the decolonisation of thought and visuality. And, finally, Charlotte Bank suggest another approach to Syrian painter Tawfiq Tariq's (1875-1940) Orientalist-styled compositions, which she reads as an expression of his nationalist feelings ("Painting as Critique: Oil Painting as a Site for Social and Political Negotiation in Syria").
With this varied collection of case studies, the editors would like to contribute to the search for the still "missing Middle Eastern modern" and thus advance the debate about multiple modernities and the necessity of an inclusive, not exclusively Western, art historical narration. This is not only a question of "political correctness", an attitude often disqualified, especially in Europe. The opening up to other regions of the globe allows the discovery of an often ignored creativity, which is not a provincial copy of Western grandeur, but a creation or a recreation of its own. This is what we hope that the following pages will convincingly show, in addition to the richness of a field of research that has witnessed a remarkable expansion over the last few years.
